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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
A major careers policy symposium convened by the APPG for Skills, Careers and Employment with the support of the Career Development Policy Group (CDPG) explored progress, challenges, and priorities for careers guidance in England. Chaired by Darren Paffey MP with remarks from Baroness Sue Garden of Frognal, the event brought together government officials, careers professionals, employers, educators, and young people to assess policy developments under the Labour government and identify gaps in service delivery. Key findings highlight significant opportunities for systemic reform alongside persistent structural barriers to implementation.
KEY POLICY LANDSCAPE DEVELOPMENTS
The government has committed to substantial career support reforms. Clare Viney from the CDPG outlined that promised initiatives include 1,000 new careers advisers, £85 million in dedicated funding, a two-week work experience guarantee for all young people, and improved careers advice in schools and colleges. However, she noted that these specific policies have yet to materialise.
The government has established Skills England to drive post-16 reform, with ambitious targets: two-thirds of young people will be in tertiary education by age 25, and technical education uptake will increase significantly with T-levels and V-levels sitting alongside A-levels. Over £1.7 billion has been allocated for college infrastructure and regional skills ecosystems focusing on clean energy and digital sectors through 2030.
A critical integration is planned: the National Career Service will merge with job centres under the Department for Work and Pensions in October 2026, creating a unified Jobs and Career Service aimed at shifting focus from short-term placement to long-term career progression, including in-work advancement. The government earmarked £55 million for developing and testing this integration during 2025–2026.
All these developments while welcomed raise huge questions over resourcing, investment in the career guidance profession and the need for a coherent all age career guidance strategy.
THE VALUE OF CAREERS GUIDANCE: EVIDENCE AND EMERGING INSIGHTS
Dr. Chris Percy (Strategy and Policy Consultant) presented research demonstrating significant return on investment from career interventions. Cost-benefit analyses typically show positive outcomes, with every pound invested returning 2-4 pounds over 10-20 years through improved tax payments and reduced benefit claims. This fiscal impact applies across various intervention types: work experience, career support, embedded interventions, and professional one-on-one guidance for both young people and adults. 
A striking finding from longitudinal data analysis suggests an accelerating returns pattern, contrary to conventional diminishing returns assumptions. Analysis of career talks for 15-16-year-olds reveals that initial talks yield minimal wage-increase effects, but beyond three to four talks per year, income impacts accelerate significantly. Similar patterns appear in group guidance sessions and primary school interventions.
This insight has policy implications: rather than isolated interventions to achieve "quick wins," sustained, higher-volume engagement yields superior long-term outcomes. Dr. Percy suggested that this is driven by cumulative learning: young people must understand how to engage with employers and careers professionals and comparing multiple employer/career data points helps map the vast economy. The challenge is implementing this at scale without proportional cost increases, potentially through curriculum integration and technology leverage.
EMPOWERING YOUNG PEOPLE: LIVED PERSPECTIVES AND STRUCTURAL GAPS
Young People's Voice
Matthew, a college student, provided a valuable first-hand perspective on peer experience. He emphasised that careers advice is critical from Year 10 through Year 13, noting that his own needs evolved through repeated conversations with career advisers. He highlighted three key insights:
1. Flexibility and pathway diversity: Young people need messaging that multiple pathways exist beyond sixth form and university, with hands-on alternatives (e.g., apprenticeships) presented as equally valid. The current narrative disproportionately promotes academic progression.
2. Work experience value: First-hand exposure provides essential grounding for the world of work, and even negative experiences clarify what not to pursue. Matthew's work experience at a Crown Court and with his local MP clarified his interest in political rather than legal careers.
3. Reducing uncertainty: Guided pathways, supported by ongoing information and mentorship, help young people move forward with confidence rather than "going blind."
Structural Challenges
Nicola Hall, Director of Education at the Careers and Enterprise Company, identified four persistent issues: 
1. Access gaps: The largest barriers exist for young people with long-term health needs, those in alternative provision, and girls (5-10 percentage points less confident than peers about discussing future skills). While special schools and alternative provision often outperform mainstream institutions, systemic investment is lacking.
2. Workforce capacity crunch: Career leaders, advisers, and work experience coordinators are distinct professional roles requiring expertise. Many schools assign multiple roles to single staff, creating unsustainable workloads, particularly as new work experience commitments loom.
3. Curriculum and accountability barriers: High-stakes examinations, progress measures, and curriculum congestion squeeze out space for meaningful personal development and careers engagement. School accountability frameworks inadvertently penalise non-traditional progression pathways.
4. Institutional rather than learner-centric design: England's system treats young people as institutional products rather than lifelong learners. School-level focus often does not offer continuity across transitions (primary to secondary, Year 11 to sixth form/college, post-18 to adulthood).
Shifting from Access to Agency
Solutions require moving beyond passive "next steps" messaging to building lifelong career management skills: self-awareness, decision-making, market navigation, and adaptability. Career learning must be embedded across curricula, not relegated to enrichment activities. Critically, continuity must follow the learner across institutional boundaries (primary, secondary, post-16, post-18 and adult services). 
WORK EXPERIENCE AND EMPLOYER ENGAGEMENT
Work experience emerged as a cornerstone lever but faces implementation hurdles. Richard Irwin (Barclays) endorsed systemic effort to create an ecosystem of business support, paralleling successful apprenticeship expansion. He emphasized:
· Urgent need for consistent expectations across schools, colleges, and alternative provision
· Clear, flexible pathways for employers to engage without bureaucratic friction
· Skills alignment: employers increasingly value transferable skills (communication, teamwork) alongside technical competencies, including emerging AI-related capabilities
Barriers remain high. Safeguarding requirements, administrative burdens, and lack of coordination between educational and employment professionals create friction. Speakers called for removing systemic obstacles without lowering safety standards.
SUPPORTING ADULTS IN CAREER TRANSITION: THE LIFELONG LEARNING IMPERATIVE
The Changing Nature of Work
Cath Possamai (Amazon) illustrated the accelerating career-switching imperative. Her recruitment firm's AI-driven transformation is forcing organisational reskilling. Workers across industries must expect multiple career changes and develop transferability awareness.
Amazon's Career Choice programme offers a model: employees working in Amazon warehouses receive £10,000+ in education funding to upskill into new roles (e.g., nursing, engineering, etc), supporting both individual progression and organisational resilience.
Policy Gaps
Dr. Percy identified a critical weakness: careers policy focuses almost exclusively on young people (post-16), leaving adults largely dependent on incidental investment. If structured strategically, career development policy can address multiple government priorities: reducing NEET rates, raising employment and productivity, and supporting workforce adaptation to sectoral changes (green economy, AI, health/social care).
The Lifelong Learning Entitlement concept is welcome but insufficient without complementary career guidance support. Low-education adults cannot access loans without prior confidence in outcomes; they require funded pathway support and access to practical, employment-linked learning, not just abstract courses and ongoing advice on progression.
Integration Risks
The planned merger of the National Careers Service into DWP's job centres triggered concerns. A participant warned that a "large organisation taking on something small" risks absorbing career guidance into job placement logic, losing professional expertise. Another participant reinforced this: the original Connexions service achieved NEET reduction through dual provision: targeted support for those already NEET plus universal careers support preventing entry into that status. Both must be preserved.
CROSS-CUTTING THEMES: EQUITY, EQUITY, AND PROFESSIONALISATION
Equity Imperatives
Speakers emphasised that generic interventions serve those already positioned advantageously. Greatest impact requires targeted support for young people with special education needs, non-white students, and those from low-socioeconomic backgrounds. Design must involve these communities in defining solutions, not imposing external definitions of need.
Baroness Garden added that early intervention, starting in primary school, is critical. Young children already exhibit gender stereotyping by age 6. Tools like career-themed card games (i.e., Panjango Trumps: Future Jobs) have proven effective in widening horizons across socioeconomic groups.
Professionalisation and Training
A participant raised an underexplored gap: while the Careers and Enterprise Company trained ~5,000 career leaders in schools and colleges, systematic, scaled CPD for careers advisers remains fragmented. Investment in "train the trainer" models and employer engagement training for educational staff has been described as "ground zero."
Another participant highlighted the dual challenge of AI transformation: not only must careers advisers upskill in AI literacy and emerging opportunities, but they must also help clients navigate uncertainty due to the continuously changing nature of the labour market. This requires moving from predictable pathway advice to equipping people with adaptive skills and decision-making frameworks.
POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS AND STRUCTURAL SHIFTS
Immediate Priorities
1. Time and Space in Curriculum: Embed careers education as non-negotiable curriculum time, not discretionary enrichment. 
2. Work Experience Scale and Standardisation: Modernise work experience through consistent expectations, flexible employer pathways, and removal of low-value bureaucratic barriers (while maintaining safeguarding). Models like Career Bay (100,000+ annual users, 480+ placements, 600+ apprenticeships) demonstrate feasible reach.
3. Workforce Capacity Investment: Fund distinct professional roles (e.g., career leaders, advisers, work experience coordinators) rather than assigning multiple roles to already over burdened staff. Explore whether schools could use apprenticeship levy funds for career adviser training.
4. DWP Integration Safeguards: Establish formal structures ensuring National Careers Service expertise is retained and not subsumed into job placement logic. Preserve universal provision alongside targeted support to prevent recurrence of Connexions' fragmentation.
5. All-Age Strategy: Develop an overarching lifelong career guidance strategy covering young people and adults, not fragmented initiatives. This must embed careers as a strategic policy lever across welfare, education, and economic policy.
Longer-Term Structural Change
1. Curriculum Integration: Embed careers content across subject learning, connecting theoretical knowledge to real-world application. Align curriculum review with careers education requirements.
2. Parity of Esteem: Ensure school accountability mechanisms reward progression into apprenticeships, technical education, and employment equally with university entry. Remove penalties for non-traditional pathways.
3. Parental Engagement: Address parent misconceptions that university is the only "valid" route, particularly as parental attitudes can significantly constrain young people's exploration.
4. Higher Education Model Transfer: Universities have embedded employability across curricula and targeted high-intensity support to disadvantaged students. Adapt similar models for school and adult contexts.
5. Governance and Coordination: Establish regular cross-sector forums (government, careers professionals, employers, educators, young people, adults) to monitor progress, surface implementation barriers, and ensure continuity despite ministerial or policy shifts.
NOTABLE ABSENCES AND OPEN QUESTIONS
The event identified several areas requiring further exploration: 
· Training qualification requirements for DWP staff post-merger: Will professional standards be mandated and careers adviser professional qualifications maintained?
· Local Skills Improvement Plan (LSIP) transparency: How will findings on local skills gaps be communicated to job seekers and training providers?
· Funding granularity: What proportion of careers guidance investment targets scale (more of the same) versus leverage (training advisors, online resources)?
CONCLUSION
The event reflected a sector at an inflection point. The government has articulated ambitious post-16 reforms, promised significant investment, and acknowledged the careers guidance's multiplier effect across policy outcomes. However, delivery depends on resolving persistent structural barriers, investment of resources and maintaining policy continuity. 
Dr. Percy’s research on accelerating returns reframes the policy challenge: underfunding does not minimise risk; it increases it by stopping precisely where impact accelerates. A step-change in investment, coupled with curriculum embedding and workforce development, is required. The event concluded with near-universal agreement that coordinated lifelong strategy, long-term funding, and cross-sector partnership are prerequisite to translating policy ambition into lived outcomes for young people and adults navigating England's constantly evolving labour market. 
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